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April 24, N.S., the day when war was declared, Russian troops poured simultaneously into Rumania and Asia Minor. The Caucasian army took by storm Bayazid (end of April) and Ardahan (middle of May) and besieged Kars. In the meantime the forces of the Grand Duke Nicholas virtually occupied Rumania; the Danube was crossed on June 27, N.S., Nicopolis capitulated (July 16, N.S.), and while the main body of the Russian army was advancing in Bulgaria a flying column (variously estimated at 10,000 to 16,000 men) under General J. V. Gurko seized the Balkan pass of Shipka (July 19, N.S.), overran the valley of the Tundzhi, captured Kazanlik, and headed towards Adrianople.
These initial successes, however, were followed by reverses. On July 20, N.S., the Russian assault on the important road junction of Plevna was repulsed by Osman Pasha with heavy losses to the attackers. The second assault on Plevna (July 30, N.S.) proved an even more disastrous failure. On the same day Gurko's advance was checked by the superior force of Suleiman Pasha, and the Russian column was forced to retreat hastily over the Balkans. The Shipka pass, however, defended with courage by General F. F. Radetsky, remained in Russian hands. News from Transcaucasia was equally alarming: the Russians, compelled to relinquish their conquests and to lift the siege of Kars, had by the beginning of August withdrawn behind their frontier. These reverses, especially the second defeat of Plevna, exposed the vulnerability of the Russian position, created a dismay at imperial headquarters, and brought a public clamor for extraordinary measures. The guards, who were not called for combatant service during the Crimean War, were hastily summoned to the Balkans. The Rumanian army, some 50,000 strong, only recently snubbed by Gorchakov, was pressed into sendee on Prince Charles's own terms. These measures, however, proved unequal to the emergency. The third assault on Plevna (September 11-12, N.S.) was an even worst disaster than its two predecessors: all Russo-Rumanian attacks were repulsed with the loss of some 15,000 men. The Grand Duke Nicholas, despairing of the situation, urged immediate withdrawal behind the Danube, but he was overruled both on military and on political grounds, and the conduct of operations against Plevna was entrusted to the level-headed Totleben, who was recalled from semi-retirement and reached army headquarters by the end of September. Totleben vetoed any further assaults on Plevna and proceeded instead with the painstaking invest-